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T H E OFFICE OF PUBLIC WORKS LIBRARY 

by Valerie M . Ingram 

On ali the floors were piles of bool<.s. to the amount, 
perhaps of some thousands of volumes.... scattered 
singly or in heaps: not one upon the shelves which 
lined the wails. To these Mr. Fips called Tom's 
attention... 
'Before anything else can be done, we must have 

them put in order, catalogued, and ranged upon the 
bookshelves, Mr. Pinch. That will do to begin with. 
I think, sir." 
Charles Dickens. Martin Chuzzlewit (1843-4) 

And that is how it began for me in the 

Office of Public Works Library, for although it 

was officially opened on 2nd December, 1993. 

only the area housing the Libran,' is new (or to 

be more precise so completely transformed as 

to be almost unrecognizable); the books 

brought together in it come from a number of 

different coilecdons and even include a couple 

of volum.es which had completed their first 

century when Dickens was producing his 

monthly instalments of The life and works of 

Martin Chuzzlewit. I started working for the 

O P W just over a year before the official 

opening so the Librar}' was aiready in quite 

good order by that time. 

The general atmosphere as a workplace is very-

pleasing. The main section is high and airy with 

open-tread stairs leading up to a mezzanine. 

The floor is covered with rich green carpet, 

which is complemented by pale green walls on 

which are hung some original paintings and 

architectural drawings from the O P W 

collection. Plants too add to the attractiveness 

of the stuToundings and even though there is 

never a moment to talk to them, they ail seem to 

be flourishing. Tlie fully adaptable light oak 

shelving is a pleasure to use apart from the 
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There is metal shelving in the Govemment 

publications room off the mezzanine which is 

considerably more difficult to manipulate. This 

room is the largest of several off the Library. 

The others which I am using at present contain 

the video and soimd cassettes and a Regma 

microfilm reader printer intended for use with 

microfilms of architectural drawings. The 

scheme for filming these has not yet got under 

way. 

The originai Board's librarv-

The oldest body of publications received was 

the fomier Board's librar/. "An Act for the 

Extension aiid Promotion of Public Works in 

Ireland' was passed on 15th October 1831, and 

in January 1833 the first report of the Board of 

Works covering the year 1832 was published. 

There is a complete run of annual reports up to 

1939 when they ceased pubiicadon and did not 

reappear until 1990. The early reports were very 

detailed and included plans and drawings of the 

work carried out, which could be anvthing from 

the constmction of harbours to lunatic asylums. 

The nineteenth century in Ireland was an era 

of numerous Commissions which all dutifully 

produced lengthy reports, and many of those 

covering topics reievant to the Board are on the 

shelves. Legislation includes the Irish Statutes 

1310-1800, most of the British legislation from 

1828 to 1939 and the Acts of the Oireachtas 

fi-om 1922 to the present. 1 was able to find out 

little about the history of the Board's libran,'. 

For many years it was housed in a basement. A 

member of staff held a key and people had to 

ask for it i f they wanted to consult or borrow 

volumes. It was with regret that I ieamt that 

some material had been transferred to the 

National Library in the sixties. 1 discovered a 

catalogue to which additions were made up to 

as late as 1956. It is a ledger in which the 

authors were entered alphabetically with "see' 

references to su'tDject headings under which their 

titles were listed. The following are the 

headings: 'Antiquarian. /\rchitecture, .Arterial 

drainage, Building, Census and Concrete', 

which suggests that the person got tired of the 

job at " C , but they already provide a good 

reflection of the areas of responsibility at the 

time. 

The Technical Library 

M y information about the Technical Librar}', 

which covered architecture, buiiding and related 

topics, is much more precise. It was set up in 

1963 by Martin D. Burke, who later became 

Principal Architect. He told me he had 

consulted Maureen O'Byme, the Dublin City 

Librarian. Trinity College Libran,', the Royal 

Institute of British Architects and the British 

Ministry of Works and read all the relevant 

literature. He was assisted initially by 

Architectural Technicians and later by Clerical 

Assistants. In sorting this section of the librar}'. 

I discovered evidence of much hard work. Not 

only were the books catalogued and classified 

by U D C , but articles were removed from 

joumals and put in folders by subject and 

catalogued also. Unfortunately the momentum 

was lost, and 1 acmally found this collection the 

poorest in more recent books, though not I 

suspect because they were not purchased but 

because they were held by individuals rather 

than in the Library. The catalogue by author 

and classification number was on 8 x 4'/4". 

sheets of paper in ring binders. 1 wondered why 

paper rather than cards, but in the days before 

the invention of that inky monster, the 



catalogue card duplicator, remembered with 

less than affection by several of us in the 

Govemment Libraries Group, it would have 

been labour saving to be able to make carbon 

copies. I did not find it a particidarly user-

friendly catalogue and was glad when all the 

books were up on computer. 

The Monuments Library 

The Monuments Library had a similar 

catalogue though with a title file as well. From 

1930 on the Inspector of Nadonal Monuments 

kept books. Harold G . Leask, known for his 

Irish churches and monastic buildings and Irish 

castles and castellated houses, helped to build 

up the collection, including older books; his 

successor, W.P. Le Clerc, also contributed. One 

of the treasures is a complete set of the Journal 

of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 

1849 - . The oldest book I have discovered is 

The ancient and present state of the county and 

city of Waterford, by Charles Smith, 1724. 

Other important works include Francis Grose's 

The antiquities of Ireland in two volumes, 

published in 1791. When work on the 

Archaeological Survey began in the late 

seventies the National Monuments Section 

became subscribers to many Irish historical and 

archaeological societies so there are good runs 

of their joumals. N e w books were regularly 

purchased from the seventies on and a large 

number of Irish Manuscripts Commission 

publications were acquired in 1988. 

Waterways 

Waterways had few books in comparison 

with the other Sections but I believe that the 

collection they transferred to the Library is very 

comprehensive as far as Irish waterways are 

concemed. 

The Wildlife Service 

The area of responsibility of the Wildl ife 

Service is wider than die tide implies, including 

environmental protection and flora as well as 

fauna. It was originally set up in the early 

seventies and became part of the O P W in 1987 

after a history of bedig transferred from 

Govemment Department to Department. A 

good book and periodical collection was built 

up over the years and this was enriched by 

material from the former Forestry School in 

Shelton Abbey. From 1979 tmder the 

Department of Fisheries and Forestry, the 

Service benefited from a professional service 

provided by Mary Moore, so it is not surprising 

that theirs was the oidy computerised catalogue 

which was passed on to me. 
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